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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this study was to quantitatively evaluate the impact that selected social aspects of the lives of 
Honors students have on Honor students’ level of academic performance. Honors programs and Honors 
colleges are proliferating at higher-education institutions across the nation at an astonishing rate (Seifert, 
Pascarella, & Colangelo 2007), yet research concerning Honors students is primarily limited to findings that 
confirm the high academic performance of Honors students (Cosgrove 2004). Utilizing data collected via survey 
from a sample of student members of an Honors program (n=125) at a mid-sized rural south university, a 
multivariate linear regression analysis measured the influence that choice social factors had on academic 
performance. Among the selected social factors were level of self-esteem, Honors housing status, the strength 
of the sense of community within Honors, strength of identification with Honors as a group, and the level of 
positive experiences with professors. The findings suggest that the strength of a student’s identification with 
Honors, as well as a student’s level of positive experiences with professors, are important components of an 
Honors student’s life which contribute to overall academic success. These findings are discussed through a 
symbolic interactionist lens and recommendations for future research are made accordingly.
Introduction
Honors programs and Honors colleges are proliferating at higher-
education institutions across the nation at an astonishing rate (Seif-
ert, Pascarella, & Colangelo 2007). The limited body of research 
(Achterberg 2005; Rinn 2004) that exists concerning Honors pro-
grams outlines some of the effects that Honors programs have on 
Honors students and the campus environment, like the possibility 
that Honors students serve as role-models to the general student 
body (Brimeyer, Schueths, & Smith 2014). However, most studies 
focus primarily on the purely academic effects of Honors programs, 
like the rise in GPA at graduation compared to non-Honors peers 
(Cosgrove 2004) or the heightened one-year retention rate of Hon-
ors students (Slavin, Coladarci, & Pratt 2008). Although these find-
ings are important and have forged a strong introduction to research 
on Honors programs, more research is necessary to understand the 
full range of Honors students’ experiences as members of Honors 
programs, which are a relatively new subculture on college cam-
puses (Rinn 2004). Research on this topic need not end with the 
confirmation that Honors students perform better academically than 
non-Honors students, but rather the next step in the process is to 
seek explanations as to why. This pursuit is altogether necessary, 
considering the key finding that Honors students are not innately 
more intelligent than their equally gifted non-Honors peers (Carni-
com and Clump 2004). Although studies exist that demonstrate the 
academic outcomes of Honors Program participation (Cosgrove 
2004; Slavin, Coladarci, & Pratt 2008; Shushok 2006), little re-
search has been done to explore the aspects of Honors students’ 
lives that are not purely academic, such as the nature of relation-
ships among Honors students and the content of their social lives, 
and how these social factors may be affecting academic perform-
ance. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to quantitatively evalu-
ate the impact that choice social aspects of the lives of Honors stu-
dents are having on academic performance. 
Literature Review
The body of research that exists on Honors students is wholly in-
complete and conclusions of previous research inconsistent (Rinn 
2004; Achterberg 2005). In regard to its incompleteness, there has 
been a tendency to focus so much on academic outcomes when it 
comes to Honors students that all other aspects of their lives have 
been virtually ignored. Research has been too acutely focused on 
academic outcomes thus far, and a concerted effort has not been 
made to understand the attributes of the social components of an 
Honors program that may be conducive to academic success.  
The conclusions of previous research are also quite inconsistent, 
and understandably so, considering the sheer number of Honors 
programs in the nation and the sometimes glaring differences be-
tween them. Honors programs can vary rather largely in compari-
son to one another, including differences in their size, the faculty 
and staff committed to them, the type of university in which they 
are situated, and the admission requirements that are determined 
internally at each institution. This can make knowledge produced 
about Honors programs difficult to generalize when the focus of a 
study is purely on outcomes. However, a focus on the students them-
selves and the cultures they belong to in their Honors Programs 
might yield an understanding of Honors Programs that transcends 
issues of funding, faculty, or admission standards. Analyses have 
been conducted concerning topics other than terminal outcomes, 
though. It is worth outlining what has been learned about Honors 
programs, their students, and the differences between them and 
their non-Honors peers. 
Honors students’ college experiences are characterized by greater 
academic challenge and a higher quality of instruction than that of 
their non-Honors peers (Seifert, et al. 2007). It is unclear whether 
this is an inherent result of participating in an Honors program or if 
it is the result of conscientious students choosing to take advantage 
of every resource available to them at the university. In other 
words, perhaps the Honors student’s impact on the Honors program 
is the cause of apparent success, or perhaps it is the impact of the 
Honors program on the student. The results of previous research 
appear to support the latter sentiment. For example, Honors stu-
dents do not appear to perform any differently than their equally 
gifted peers who are not Honors students when it comes to GPA or 
time taken to graduate, although the GPA’s of Honors students are 
significantly higher at the time of graduation (Cosgrove 2004). 
These findings are accentuated by the claim that Honors students 
are not inherently better at studying or retaining information (Carni-
com and Clump 2004). Honors students even attribute their success 
to effort and ability in much the same way that non-Honors students 
do (Siegle et al 2010). These findings seem to suggest that it is the 
Honors program having an impact on the student.
The differences between Honors students and their non-Honors 
peers become clearer when the microscope is not so closely focused 
on GPA outcomes. Indeed, a good deal has been learned by study-
ing the personal and social attributes of students rather than out-
comes (Author 2016; Rice, Leever, & Christopher 2006; Shepherd 
and Shepherd 2014). For example, even though Honors students do 
not inherently retain information better than non-Honors peers, they 
do exhibit a significant proclivity for critical thinking and abstract 
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thinking (Carnicom and Clump 2004). Additionally, Honors students appear to possess a higher level of emotional intelligence (Castro-
Johnson and Wang 2003) and higher levels of civic tolerance (Shepherd and Shepherd 2014). These findings alone still do not explain why dif-
ferences in academic outcomes exist between Honors students and their equally gifted non-Honors peers. If the personal attributes of Honors 
students hold relatively true for their equally gifted non-Honors peers, there must be something about the Honors program that fosters aca-
demic success in some way. However, the following hypothesis will test an important personal attribute as it may relate to academic perform-
ance: H1: As level of self-esteem increases, level of academic performance increases.
The value of an Honors education appears to be tightly bound to the social opportunities that Honors programs have to offer (Author 2016). 
For example, many Honors programs offer Honors-exclusive residence halls, which effectively concentrate a large portion of the program into 
one building. Students who live in these academically-based Living and Learning communities report a stronger sense of belonging and are 
much more likely to have intellectual conversations outside of the classroom (Wawrzynski, Madden, and Jensen 2012). These Honors resi-
dence halls offer opportunities for social growth and mentorship among Honors students, which can be hugely beneficial for those students 
that have developed maladaptive academic feelings or behaviors (Rice, Leever, and Christopher 2006). Studies have already been conducted 
which sought to explain the impact of Honors housing on academic performance, but the results have been inconclusive (Rinn 2004). While 
some studies have concluded that academically-based housing has a positive impact on academic performance (Blimling 1989), others have 
concluded that place is unimportant to high-achieving students as it relates to their performance (Stewart 1980). To further uncover the impact 
of Honors residence halls as they relate to academic performance, the following hypothesis has been developed:
H2: Honors housing residents will have higher levels of academic performance than students who are not Honors housing residents.
Honors programs also offer an opportunity for students to become part of a more general Honors community, regardless of their living situa-
tions. In a recent ethnography of an Honors Program at a medium-sized southeast university, for instance, Author (2016) found that there are a 
number of important social influences in an Honors student’s life that play a role in personal and academic development.  Among these were 
the depths of the intellectual bonds experienced between Honors students, the degree to which Honors students identify with one another as 
Honors students, and the strong sense of community in the Honors Program. Given these findings, the following hypotheses will be tested re-
garding the nature of Honors students’ sense of community in Honors and their identities as Honors students:
H3: As sense of community increases, academic performance increases.
H4: As group identification increases, academic performance increases.
Lastly, Honors programs also offer opportunities for students to build rapport with professors, reflected by the fact that Honors students are far 
more likely to visit professors during office hours (Shushok 2006). The following hypothesis will test how Honors students’ relationships with 
professors relate to their academic performance:
H5: As level of positive experience with professors increases, level of academic performance increases.
In summation, the existing body of research has established an important groundwork for understanding some characteristics of gifted students 
and their level of academic performance as compared to non-Honors students, but the focus of future research must be shifted toward under-
standing the complete experiences of Honors students, as well as uncovering aspects of their social reality that may be contributing to aca-
demic success. Although it has been established that Honors students perform at higher levels academically than their equally gifted non-
Honors peers, little progress has been made in the way of explaining why this is the case.  
Research Design
Data
The data associated with this study were collected from the student membership of an Honors Program at a mid-sized rural south university 
(n=125). The Honors student population, about 500 students, received an email inviting them to participate in the survey. Those who partici-
pated answered a series of questions intended to measure the students’ self-esteem, their residential status as it pertained to Honors housing, 
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their perceived strength of the sense of community in Honors, the strength of their identification with Honors as a group, their level of positive 
experience with professors, and their academic performance. A number of control variables were measured as well, including race, gender, aca-
demic class status, level of participation in Honors, level of high school performance, and degree of frequency having difficulty paying atten-
tion in class.
Dependent Variables
Academic Performance. Academic performance was operationalized using an index consisting of ten survey questions that measured partici-
pants’ perceptions of their own academic performance which produced a scale variable ranging from 0 to 10 (see Table #1 for descriptive statis-
tics). The questions asked participants to indicate a level of agreement with each statement presented, and response options were (0) “Strongly 
Disagree,” (1) “Disagree,” (2) “Slightly Disagree,” (3) “Slightly Agree,” (4) “Agree,” and (5) “Strongly Agree.”
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Independent Variables
Self-Esteem. Self-Esteem was operationalized using an index which utilized the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Inventory. The inventory took the 
form of ten survey questions that measured participants’ self-esteem and produced a scale variable ranging from 0 to 10.  (see Table #2 for de-
scriptive statistics). The questions asked participants to indicate a level of agreement with each statement presented, and response options were 
(0) “Strongly Disagree,” (1) “Disagree,” (2) “Slightly Disagree,” (3) “Slightly Agree,” (4) “Agree,” and (5) “Strongly Agree.” Five questions 
were reverse coded in order to achieve consistent meaning throughout all ten of the survey questions.
Honors Housing Residency. Honors Housing Residency was operationalized using the survey question, “How many semesters have you 
served as an Honors housing resident?” The question produced a scale variable ranging from 0 to 5, which was then collapsed to a dichoto-
mous variable with the responses options (0) “0 Semesters” and (1) “1 or more semesters.” See Table #3 for descriptive statistics.
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Sense of Community. Sense of Community was operationalized using an index ranging from 0 to 10, which consisted of eleven survey ques-
tions that measured participants’ perceived sense of community within the Honors program (see Table #4 for descriptive statistics). The re-
sponse options for each question were as follows: (0) “Strongly Disagree,” (1) “Disagree,” (2) “Slightly Disagree,” (3) “Slightly Agree,” (4) 
“Agree,” and (5) “Strongly Agree.”
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Group Identification. Group Identification was operationalized using an index ranging from 0 to 10, which consisted of eight survey questions 
that measured the extent to which participants identify with being an Honors student and identify with the Honors program (see Table #5 for 
descriptive statistics). The questions utilized for the index were drawn from a study conducted by Heere and James (2007), which effectively 
measured group identity. The response options for each question were as follows: (0) “Strongly Disagree,” (1) “Disagree,” (2) “Slightly Dis-
agree,” (3) “Slightly Agree,” (4) “Agree,” and (5) “Strongly Agree.”
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Positive Experience with Professors. Positive experience with professors was operationalized using an index ranging from 0 to 10, which con-
sisted of seven survey questions that sought to measure the extent to which participants’ experiences with professors have been positive (see 
Table #6 for descriptive statistics). The response options for each question were as follows: (0) “Strongly Disagree,” (1) “Disagree,” (2) 
“Slightly Disagree,” (3) “Slightly Agree,” (4) “Agree,” and (5) “Strongly Agree.”
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Control Variables
Difficulty Paying Attention. Difficulty Paying Attention was operationalized using the survey question, “How often do you have difficulty pay-
ing attention in class?” The question produced a non-dichotomous categorical variable with the response options (0) “Never,” (1) “Rarely,” (2) 
“Sometimes,” (3) “Frequently,” and (4) “Very Frequently,” but was recoded to include only (0) “Infrequently” and (1) “Frequently.” See Table 
#7 for descriptive statistics.
Race. Race was operationalized using the survey question, “Which category best describes your racial and/or ethnic identity?” The original 
variable produced contained the response options (0) “Black or African American,” (1) “Hispanic,” (2) “Asian,” (3) “Middle Eastern,” and (4) 
“White or Caucasian,” but was collapsed to (0) “White” and (1) “Not White” (see Table #7 for descriptive statistics).
Gender. Gender was operationalized using the survey question, “What is your gender?” with response options (0) “Male” and (1) “Female” 
(see Table #7 for descriptive statistics).
Academic Class. Academic Class was operationalized using the survey question, “What year are you in college?” with response options (0) 
“Freshman,” (1) “Sophomore,” (2) “Junior,” and (3) “Senior” (see Table #7 for descriptive statistics).
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Participation. Participation was operationalized using an index ranging from 0 to 4, which consisted of four survey questions that sought to 
measure the level of involvement in which participants have engaged with Honors by asking participants how often they engage in particular 
activities pertaining to Honors (see Table #8 for descriptive statistics). The response options were (0) “Never,” (1) “Rarely,” (2) “Sometimes,” 
(3) “Often,” and (4) “Very Often.
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High School Performance. High School Performance was operationalized using an index ranging from 0 to 10, which consisted of seven sur-
vey questions aimed to measure the participants’ academic performance during high school (see Table #9 for descriptive statistics). The re-
sponse options were (0) “Disagree” and (1) “Agree.”
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College Preparation. College Preparation was operationalized using an index ranging from 0 to 8, which consisted of eight survey questions 
aimed at measuring the degree of preparation that went into the participants’ transition to college (see Table #10 for descriptive statistics). The 
response options for each question were (0) “Never,” (1) “Rarely,” (2) “Sometimes,” (3) “Often,” and (4) “Very Often.”
Findings
Based upon the results of a multivariate linear regression, just under 50% (Adj. R2=.493) of the variance in academic performance is explained 
by the independent variables in the model (F=8.148; p<.001). First, consistent with hypothesis #1, with every one point increase in one’s level 
of self-esteem, there is an increase of about .13 (b=.129) in the level of academic performance (t=2.063; p<.05). Whereas those with the mean 
level of self-esteem of about 6.2 (m=6.187) have an average level of academic performance of 7.83, those with a level of self-esteem of 10 
have an average level of academic performance of 8.32. Second, contrary to hypothesis #2 and #3, statistically significant relationships were 
neither found between level of academic performance and living in Honors housing nor between level of academic performance and strength 
of the sense of community.  However, consistent with hypothesis #4, with every one point increase in the strength of group identification with 
Honors, there is an increase of about .18 (b=.177) in the level of academic performance (t=2.236; p<.05). Whereas those with a group identifi-
cation with honors of the mean (m=6.933) have an average academic performance level of 7.83, those with a group identification with Honors 
of 10 have an average academic performance level of 8.37. Finally, consistent with hypothesis #5, with every one unit increase in the level of 
positive experience with professors, academic performance increases by about .32 (b=.322; t=2.989; p<.001). Whereas those with a score of 
the mean value (m=7.324) on the positive experience with professors index have an average academic performance level of 7.83, those with a 
10 on the positive experience with professors index have an average academic performance level of 8.69.
Along with the findings associated with the hypotheses, two control variables, high school performance and difficulty paying attention, proved 
to be significantly related to academic performance. With every one unit increase in the level of high school performance, an increase of .238 
(b=.238) in the level of academic performance was shown (t=4.465; p<.001). Whereas those with the mean level of high school performance 
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(m=8.694) have an average academic performance level of 7.83, those with a high school performance level of 10 have an average academic 
performance level of 8.14. 
Difficulty paying attention was negatively correlated with academic performance. Those who often have difficulty paying attention in class 
have an average level of academic performance nearly one point lower (b=-.964) than those who do not often have difficulty paying attention 
in class (t=-2.887; p<.01). Whereas those who do not often have difficulty paying attention have an average academic performance level of 
7.98, those who do often have difficulty paying attention have an average level of academic performance of 7.02.
Discussion
Self-Esteem
The relationship between self-esteem and academic performance is likely reciprocal in nature. Although self-esteem was shown here to influ-
ence change in academic performance, the opposite is likely true as well. As high-achievers, it is altogether likely that Honors students allow 
their academic performance to shape their self-perceptions and, in turn, they may allow their self-perceptions to shape their assessments of 
their own performance. Moreover, they may be subject to losses in self-esteem translating to decreased performance in their studies. In this 
sense, the relationship takes on a reciprocal configuration and, perhaps, the relationship may be cyclical. If this is the case, Honors students 
would be at heightened risk of large drops in self-esteem as a result of any academic struggles. Similarly, they would be at heightened risk of 
suffering problems with academic performance as a result of diminished self-esteem. Future research on Honors students should seek to fur-
ther understand the nature of the relationship between self-esteem and academic performance, specifically to determine directionality.
Honors Housing and Sense of Community
As academically oriented individuals, Honors students may place very little emphasis on place while school is in session, which is consistent 
with the findings of Stewart (1980). That is, assuming that Honors students are especially keen on performing well in their studies, the result is 
an emphasis on knowledge acquisition, synthesis of intellectual ideals and arguments as they relate to course assignments, and exam prepara-
tion. According to the findings, it is a likely explanation that place is not of particular importance to Honors students, suggesting that their ef-
forts to attend to their schoolwork is not made more or less successful by their living environment. Furthermore, it is possible that Honors stu-
dents spend very little time in their residence halls and are instead spending a great deal of time away from their rooms in academic buildings 
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like libraries or major department buildings. Future research should 
include the amount of time actually spent in one’s room in order to 
account for it as a mediating factor.
The same reasoning would apply to the impact of Honors students’ 
sense of community within Honors on academic performance. Simi-
lar to their apparent lack of preference in living arrangement, the 
findings suggest Honors students are able to separate academic life 
from social life. For better or for worse, an Honors student’s sense 
of community within Honors does not appear to be linked to the 
level of performance they demonstrate in their school work. This 
could come as a result of an inherent or developed ability to com-
partmentalize these aspects of their lives. 
However, the findings do not necessarily suggest that one’s sense of 
community is entirely unrelated to academic performance. Rather, 
the findings only suggest that one’s experience of a sense of commu-
nity within Honors does not significantly impact one’s academic 
performance relative to one who does not experience a sense of 
community within Honors. This claim of no relationship is limited 
in scope, and it does not rule out sense of community as being asso-
ciated with academic performance. It is still possible that students 
who do not experience a sense of community in Honors experience 
a sense of community in other groups or organizations and that this 
is having an effect on academic performance. That is, a sense of 
community within any group or organization may still be related to 
academic performance, but the scope of the study did not make 
available enough data to determine whether or not this is the case. 
Consequently, future research should aim to reach a clearer conclu-
sion on this point. 
Group Identification
As the strength of one’s identification with a group increases, the 
more one is likely to frame a particular set of behaviors and charac-
teristics associated with membership in that group based on what is 
gathered from observation of other members and interaction with 
those members. That collection of behaviors becomes a role that 
one internalizes as a standard of performance for the given identity. 
For Honors students, the set of behaviors most associated with mem-
bership in Honors is high academic achievement. Given this expec-
tation, it is no surprise that those with higher levels of identification 
with Honors exhibit higher levels of academic performance. A stan-
dard of role performance exists that is associated with one’s identity 
as an Honors student and, the more internalized that standard be-
comes, the more it will make itself apparent in one’s behaviors. For 
Honors students, a strong identification with Honors would likely 
result in a higher frequency of and commitment to behaviors associ-
ated with academic success like reading assigned course materials, 
observing submission deadlines, attending class, and visiting profes-
sors.
Positive Experience with Professors
Positive experiences with professors may include a student’s feel-
ing that their professors genuinely wants to see them succeed, that 
the student feels they are learning thing that are relevant to their 
careers and life in general, and that their professor does not have 
unreasonable expectations. These conditions likely produce a dy-
namic in which a student is far more willing to double down in their 
efforts to succeed in the professor’s corresponding courses. A feel-
ing of respect for the professor would likely result in habits that are 
intended to make the professor see the student in a favorable light, 
such as attending all classes, coming to classes having completed 
assigned readings, and actively engaging in class discussion.
Professors are also often known for playing instrumental roles in 
forging the career paths of their students. Students who have 
strongly positive experiences with professors may desire to allow 
that professor to be a mentor to them. When students have faculty 
mentors, these faculty members are able to provide a wealth of ex-
perience in their respective major fields as well as valuable advice 
about how to approach future decisions and future courses. These 
relationships may make students who take part in them better pre-
pared to succeed in their major fields, thereby improving their aca-
demic performance.
High School Performance
The finding that high school performance is positively related to 
academic performance in college suggests that there is, in at least a 
general sense, continuity in the behaviors and habits of students as 
they progress in their education. That is, students who frequently 
miss classes, miss deadlines, and fail to read course materials in 
high school are likely to continue with a similar pattern of behav-
iors in college. Conversely, students who have developed adaptive 
academic habits in high school are likely to apply a similar attitude 
to academic work in college. In the case of Honors students, the 
effect that group identity has on academic performance raises an 
interesting question about the transition from high school to col-
lege. Enough evidence in the findings suggests that group identity 
with Honors could intervene with students who were not particu-
larly high-achievers in high school and might serve to direct those 
students’ behaviors in a direction that emphasizes academic suc-
cess. Again, the adoption of an identity as an Honors student carries 
with it associated roles and behavioral expectations. Future research 
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should seek to further explore the effect that group identity has on 
students transitioning from high school to college. If identifying 
with an Honors program has a positive effect on academic perform-
ance, it may not necessarily be the case that behavioral continuity 
from high school to college is a certainty, given that the degree to 
which a student adopts the role of an Honors student may have 
more predictive power over academic performance than perform-
ance in high school.
Difficulty Paying Attention
Not surprisingly, a difficulty paying attention in class on a frequent 
basis proved to be a hindrance to academic performance. The meas-
ures in this study did not seek to capture what the various causes 
were for a difficulty to pay attention, but they would likely include 
willful distractions like social media and text messaging, involun-
tary distractions like problems in the family or relationship strug-
gles, a lack of interest in course material, a particularly dry personal-
ity delivering lectures, lack of sleep, stress, and many other poten-
tial contributors to difficulty in paying attention. Much of the knowl-
edge acquisition that takes place in a college setting occurs in the 
classroom itself. It is during these regular course meetings that the 
material presented in assigned readings is discussed by the profes-
sor in a way that makes the material more comprehensible to the 
student. In addition, it is also in this setting that classroom discus-
sion takes place, allowing students to ask questions in order to ob-
tain clarity on any section of the course material that is still vexing 
to them. For students that have difficulty paying attention in class, 
this enlightening benefit of class attendance is lost on them. When 
the possibility that the same student did not read the course materi-
als before attending is considered, the chances of them coming 
away from the class with a passing understanding of the material 
are slim. 
Conclusion
It is clear upon reflection of the findings that one’s social reality has 
a measurable impact on academic performance. Particularly interest-
ing are the findings regarding group identification and positive expe-
rience with professors. These aspects of the social lives of Honors 
students shape the reality in which they perceive themselves to be 
situated and inform the attitudes that Honors students adopt toward 
academic work. The evidence provided by this study points to the 
conclusion that an Honors student’s construction of self drives that 
student’s behaviors as they relate to academic work.
This study was limited in its scope to Honors students, which 
makes generalizing the theoretical conclusions of the findings be-
yond that of Honors students alone difficult. However, a very tenta-
tive, preliminary claim could be made that group identification with 
a myriad of different groups, not just Honors, may potentially im-
pact academic performance. Based on the argument that behaviors 
are shaped by the extent to which an individual identifies with a 
group, any groups that are associated with particularly adaptive or 
maladaptive academic behaviors are likely to influence the aca-
demic performance of those who identify with them. Furthermore, 
with regard to positive experiences with professors, there is not any 
readily available reason that the effect seen in this study is exclu-
sive to Honors students. Future research on this topic should seek to 
determine whether or not these findings can be generalized to a 
broader population.
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